Spitz naevi may express components of the plasminogen activation system.
The plasminogen activation (PA) system is involved in the process of invasion and metastasis. Its major components are urokinase (uPA) and tissue-type plasminogen activator (tPA), plasminogen activation inhibitor type 1 and 2 (PAI-1 and PAI-2) and a receptor for urokinase (uPAR). In this study, the expression of plasminogen activation components in Spitz naevi was compared with that in common and dysplastic naevi on the one hand and primary cutaneous melanomas on the other. Spitz naevi had melanocytic positivity for uPA in 0% (0/36), tPA in 30% (6/20), PAI-1 in 10% (3/35), PAI-2 in 40% (8/21) and uPAR in 60% (13/21) of cases. This far exceeded the expression found in common (n = 25) and dysplastic (n = 15) naevi, which only showed melanocytic positivity for PAI-2 (20% and 15% respectively) and in one dysplastic naevus also for uPAR. This was much (for most components significantly) less than the proportion of primary melanomas with tumour cell positivity, which was 30% (11/38) for uPA, 80% (19/24) for tPA, 75% (28/38) for PAI-1, 80% (19/24) for PAI-2 and 80% (19/24) for uPAR. The main findings of this study are that Spitz naevi, firstly, may express plasminogen activator (tPA), inhibitors and the receptor of the PA system, but in a much smaller proportion than cutaneous melanomas; and secondly, do not express urokinase, whereas some of the melanomas do. uPA positivity may therefore be suggestive of melanoma. However, overlapping staining results imply that the PA system has limited value in the differential diagnosis between Spitz naevus and primary melanoma. As serine protease components are expressed, Spitz naevi may use this proteolytic machinery to accomplish matrix degradation, although in a more restricted, possibly transient manner than melanomas.